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RELEVANT-IRRELEVANT TEST

Introduction to the Relevant-Irrelevant Test

The Relevant-Irrelevant Test (R-I Test) represents one of the earliest and most straightforward
methodologies employed within the field of psychophysiological deception detection, commonly
known as polygraphy. This specific questioning technique is fundamentally designed to elicit
differential physiological responses from an individual being examined by contrasting their
reactions to questions directly pertinent to a crime or specific event with their reactions to questions
that hold no emotional or criminal relevance. The core premise is that a deceptive individual--one
who possesses guilty knowledge or is actively lying about involvement--will exhibit significantly
heightened arousal and associated physiological changes when confronted with the relevant
guestions, whereas an innocent individual should show minimal or uniform reactions across both
categories of inquiry. This contrast provides the basis for the subsequent scoring and interpretation
of the polygraph charts, seeking to distinguish truthful statements from deceptive ones based
purely on autonomic nervous system activity.

Historically, the R-I Test served as a foundational technique in polygraph examinations, particularly
in forensic and security screening contexts, due to its apparent simplicity in administration and
interpretation. The structure dictates a clear binary comparison, attempting to isolate the specific
stress response generated by the act of deception regarding a critical incident. The physiological
parameters typically monitored during the administration of the R-l Test include changes in
respiration, cardiovascular activity (such as blood pressure and heart rate), and electrodermal
activity (skin conductance), all of which are managed by the autonomic nervous system. The
success of the test, therefore, relies heavily on the assumption that the psychological stress of
lying about a relevant detail is sufficiently potent to consistently produce measurable, reliable
physiological deviations that are absent or significantly diminished when answering neutral
guestions.

It is crucial to understand that the R-l Test does not directly measure deception itself; rather, it
measures the physiological correlates often associated with the fear of detection, cognitive load, or
emotional conflict that accompanies intentional falsehoods. The structure of the test requires
careful construction of the relevant questions to ensure they are unambiguous and directly tied to
the matter under investigation, while the irrelevant questions must be demonstrably neutral and
non-threatening to any subject. Although foundational, the R-l Test methodology faced increasing
scrutiny over time, primarily concerning its susceptibility to generating false positives--meaning
classifying an innocent person as deceptive--due to the general nature of the psychological arousal
it measures, which might stem from generalized anxiety about the examination itself rather than
specific criminal involvement.
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Historical Context and Early Application

The development of the Relevant-Irrelevant Test is deeply rooted in the early history of
instrumental deception detection, tracing back to the foundational work in the 1920s and 1930s
when technologies capable of continuously recording multiple physiological indices were first
integrated into forensic practice. Pioneers such as William Marston and Leonarde Keeler utilized
similar comparison structures, recognizing the necessity of establishing a physiological baseline
against which critical responses could be measured. The simplicity of the R-I structure made it
immediately attractive for practical application, particularly in law enforcement investigations where
a quick assessment of potential involvement was often prioritized. This methodology became a
mainstay in the evolving field of polygraphy, serving as the primary diagnostic tool for decades
before more sophisticated techniques emerged.

Early applications of the R-1 Test spanned various critical areas, including military intelligence,
internal security investigations, and criminal case resolution. Its formal inclusion in investigative
protocols provided a structured, standardized approach to questioning, moving beyond purely
behavioral observation. Examiners relied heavily on the dramatic visual differences between the
charts generated during irrelevant and relevant question segments. For instance, a marked spike
in blood pressure and a suppression of respiration immediately following a relevant question
concerning the location of stolen property would be interpreted as indicative of deception. This
reliance on the magnitude of the differential response defined the interpretative framework for the
early polygraph community, cementing the R-lI Test's role as the benchmark technique for
identifying physiological reactivity tied to specific investigative details.

However, the historical context also highlights the inherent limitations that eventually led to the
test's decline. In the early stages of polygraph development, the understanding of confounding
variables--such as the subject's emotional state, environmental factors, or countermeasures--was
rudimentary. The R-l Test, relying on general arousal associated with relevant questions, often
failed to adequately account for these non-deceptive sources of physiological stress. An innocent
but highly anxious individual might react strongly to the sheer gravity of a crime-related question,
resulting in a false-positive outcome. As the science matured and the need for greater diagnostic
specificity became paramount, the psychological community began to seek techniques that better
controlled for these extraneous sources of physiological arousal, paving the way for the
development of alternative methodologies.

Methodology and Procedural Steps

The administration of the Relevant-Irrelevant Test follows a highly specific, standardized
procedure designed to maximize the differentiation between the two question types. The test
structure typically involves a sequence of 10 to 12 questions, administered cyclically, often
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repeated three or more times to ensure the reliability and consistency of the physiological
responses. Prior to the examination, a thorough pre-test interview is conducted where the relevant
questions are reviewed with the subject to ensure comprehension and to remove any surprise
element. This transparency is intended to focus the subject's anxiety specifically on the act of
deception rather than confusion over the query itself, although the technique still relies heavily on
the subject's overall psychological reaction to the critical issue.

The questions themselves are meticulously categorized and interwoven throughout the
examination cycle. The irrelevant questions serve primarily as control stimuli, focusing on
verifiable, neutral facts, such as the subject's name, the current date, or the color of the
examination room walls. These questions are intended to evoke minimal, stable physiological
responses, establishing the individual's baseline activity under non-stressful conditions.
Conversely, the relevant questions directly probe the subject's involvement in the crime or
incident under investigation, often focusing on critical details like, "Did you take the money from the
safe?" or "Were you present at the scene on Tuesday night?" These questions are formulated to
be emotionally charged for the guilty party, triggering the physiological stress response associated
with lying or fearing detection.

A typical sequence during a single cycle might follow a pattern such as Irrelevant, Irrelevant,
Relevant, Irrelevant, Relevant, Irrelevant, Relevant, Irrelevant. The strategic placement of
irrelevant questions between relevant ones is designed to allow the physiological system to return
towards the established baseline, thereby emphasizing the peak response generated by the critical
guery. Post-test, the polygraph charts are visually or numerically scored. Scorers analyze the
maghnitude, duration, and latency of the physiological deviations (especially in skin conductance,
respiration amplitude, and blood pressure changes) following the relevant questions relative to the
irrelevant questions. A significantly greater reaction to the relevant questions is interpreted as
indicating deception or Deception Indicated (DI), while uniform or stronger reactions to irrelevant
guestions suggest truthfulness or No Deception Indicated (NDI).

Theoretical Basis in Psychophysiology

The theoretical underpinning of the Relevant-Irrelevant Test is rooted in the psychophysiological
model of arousal and attention, specifically the activation of the autonomic nervous system
(ANS). When an individual attempts to deceive, especially concerning a matter of significant
personal consequence, the cognitive effort required to maintain the lie while simultaneously
monitoring the interviewer and suppressing the truth triggers a stress response. This stress is
mediated by the sympathetic branch of the ANS, leading to measurable changes in physiological
output. The R-I Test posits that the relevant questions act as potent, conditioned stimuli for the
guilty subject, eliciting a fight-or-flight reaction, whereas the irrelevant questions act as neutral
stimuli, eliciting only basal or habituated physiological activity.
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Specifically, the physiological indices monitored--electrodermal activity (EDA), respiration, and
cardiovascular measures--are sensitive indicators of sympathetic activation. The EDA, or skin
conductance, is particularly responsive to immediate emotional arousal; a deceptive answer is
theorized to cause a sudden increase in sweat gland activity, resulting in a measurable rise in
conductance. Similarly, the cardiovascular system reacts by increasing heart rate and blood
pressure as the body prepares for potential action, reflecting the heightened emotional state.
Respiration changes often manifest as shallow breathing or momentary suppression immediately
following the deceptive statement, a phenomenon sometimes interpreted as a voluntary or
involuntary effort to control verbal output or minimize external signs of stress.

However, the theory is inherently limited by its reliance on a non-specific emotional response.
Unlike techniques that rely on the cognitive processing of specific details (like the Guilty
Knowledge Test), the R-l Test measures generalized tension or anxiety associated with the topic
of the crime. An innocent subject who is extremely fearful of being wrongly accused or who has
high baseline anxiety will inherently react strongly to the relevant questions simply because they
are threatening, regardless of their truthful intent. This phenomenon highlights the R-I Test's
primary theoretical vulnerability: it struggles to distinguish between the physiological arousal
caused by the specific act of deception and the generalized emotional arousal resulting from the
stressful examination context itself, severely compromising its ability to ensure high specificity (low
false positives).

Limitations and Criticisms of the R-I Approach

Despite its historical significance, the Relevant-Irrelevant Test has faced considerable and
persistent criticism from both the scientific community and legal professionals, primarily concerning
its fundamental reliability and validity. The most significant limitation stems from the inherent
difficulty in controlling for the psychological state of the innocent subject. The technique suffers
from a low level of specificity; because the relevant questions are necessarily more threatening
and emotionally salient than the neutral irrelevant questions, virtually all subjects--guilty and
innocent alike--will demonstrate some degree of heightened physiological response to them. This
differential response is not necessarily indicative of deception, but rather of the general
apprehension related to the topic of the investigation.

Furthermore, the R-I Test is highly susceptible to the influence of external factors and the
subjective biases of the polygraph examiner. The formulation and delivery of the relevant questions
can inadvertently increase the anxiety of an innocent person, leading to an exaggerated, non-
deceptive physiological response. Conversely, subjects trained in countermeasures--techniques
designed to artificially augment responses to irrelevant questions or suppress responses to
relevant ones--can easily defeat the test. Since the R-I Test relies on the differential between the
two question types, a subject who intentionally tenses muscles or alters breathing patterns during
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irrelevant questions can artificially inflate the control response, thereby masking any genuine
deceptive response to the relevant questions, leading to a false negative outcome.

Another major criticism relates to the lack of an adequate comparison question serving as a truly
effective control for non-specific emotional arousal. While the irrelevant questions establish a
baseline, they do not account for the psychological stress inherent in answering a question about a
serious crime, even truthfully. This methodological deficiency contrasts sharply with later
techniques, such as the Control Question Test (CQT), which introduced the concept of a
"probable lie" question designed to elicit a known psychological conflict response from all subjects,
thereby providing a more effective internal comparison standard for measuring the emotional
weight of the relevant questions. Ultimately, the scientific consensus moved away from the R-1 Test
because its methodology provided insufficient psychological control, making interpretations too
ambiguous and prone to errors, particularly the unacceptable risk of falsely implicating innocent
individuals.

Shift to the Control Question Test (CQT)

The inherent methodological flaws of the R-1 Test necessitated the development of more robust
polygraph techniques, leading directly to the widespread adoption and eventual dominance of the
Control Question Test (CQT). The CQT retained the structure of contrasting relevant questions
with non-relevant ones, but it fundamentally altered the nature of the control questions. Instead of
simple, neutral irrelevant questions, the CQT introduced complex, broad-scope control questions
designed to create a psychological conflict for the subject, regardless of their guilt concerning the
specific crime under investigation. For example, a CQT control question might ask, "Before age
twenty-one, did you ever lie to someone in authority?" The theory is that most people will lie or
hesitate when answering this type of question, thus generating a significant, measurable
physiological response that serves as a highly effective comparison for the reaction generated by
the relevant crime questions.

The primary advantage of the CQT over the R-I Test is that it provides a more equitable
psychological comparison. In the CQT framework, both the relevant questions (e.g., "Did you steal
the laptop?") and the control questions are intended to be stress-inducing. The innocent subject is
expected to react more strongly to the control questions--the "probable lie" about past minor
transgressions--because these are the questions they are most focused on suppressing or
deceiving about, while they can confidently answer the relevant questions truthfully. Conversely,
the guilty subject will react more strongly to the specific, immediate threat posed by the relevant
crime questions. This sophisticated comparison mechanism helps to isolate the physiological
arousal specifically linked to the fear of detection concerning the target crime, moving beyond the
generalized anxiety measured by the R-1 Test.
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The widespread replacement of the R-I Test by the CQT marked a significant evolution in
polygraph practice, reflecting a commitment to improving internal validity and reducing the rate of
false positives. While the CQT itself is not without criticism and remains a subject of ongoing
scientific debate, its structure inherently provides a more defensible basis for interpretation than
the R-1 method. The CQT's capacity to control for the general stress of the examination by utilizing
the probable lie as a benchmark for comparison rendered the simple baseline established by the
irrelevant questions of the R-1 Test largely obsolete in formal forensic settings. Today, the CQT
remains one of the most commonly taught and utilized polygraph formats globally, having
effectively relegated the R-1 Test to historical status within the established polygraph community.

Comparison with the Guilty Knowledge Test (GKT)

While the Relevant-Irrelevant Test and the Control Question Test both rely on differential arousal to
identify deception, the Guilty Knowledge Test (GKT), sometimes referred to as the Concealed
Information Test (CIT), operates on an entirely different psychophysiological principle. The R-1 Test
attempts to measure the stress associated with lying, which is an active psychological process. In
contrast, the GKT attempts to measure the recognition of crime-specific details, which is a passive,
cognitive response. The GKT presents the subject with a series of multiple-choice questions,
where only one option (the "key item") holds relevance only to the person who committed the crime
or was present at the scene. For example, "Was the stolen item a watch, a ring, a necklace, or a
bracelet?" Only the guilty party, or someone privy to the crime details, would recognize the correct
item (e.g., the necklace) and exhibit a significantly heightened physiological response to that
specific option.

The fundamental advantage of the GKT over the R-I Test lies in its superior control over false
positives. Since the GKT measures recognition of privileged information rather than generalized
deception or emotional stress, an innocent subject has no reason to react differentially to the key
item versus the control items (known as buffer items). An innocent person's anxiety is distributed
across all options, whereas a guilty person's focused attention on the critical detail results in a
specific, measurable orienting reflex. This methodological difference makes the GKT far less
vulnerable to the general anxiety that plagues the R-I Test, leading to much higher specificity and
making it a preferred tool in laboratory research settings and certain international forensic
practices, such as those in Japan.

Consequently, the GKT avoids the critical pitfall of the R-I Test: the inability to separate fear of the
consequence from the act of deception. The GKT is less about whether the subject is lying about
their involvement, and more about whether they possess knowledge only the perpetrator would
have. However, the GKT is limited by its requirement that investigators possess highly specific,
unique crime details that have not been leaked to the public or discussed with the suspect. The R-I
Test, while imprecise, can be applied to almost any allegation of deception, whereas the GKT is
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contingent upon the availability of verifiable, concealed information, making it less broadly
applicable than the R-1 or CQT methods in standard police investigations.

Modern Status and Conclusion

The Relevant-Irrelevant Test holds significant historical importance as one of the earliest
structured protocols in the development of modern polygraphy, but it is now largely considered
obsolete within serious forensic and governmental polygraph practices. The scientific consensus
and practical experience demonstrated that the R-1 methodology lacked the psychological control
necessary to reliably distinguish between the genuine fear of detection associated with deception
and the generalized anxiety common to all subjects undergoing high-stakes examinations. Its
inherent vulnerability to yielding high rates of false positives--identifying innocent individuals as
deceptive--rendered it scientifically and legally problematic.

The statement that the Relevant-Irrelevant Test has been largely replaced by the control
guestion test accurately summarizes its trajectory. The introduction of the CQT provided a more
sophisticated comparison mechanism by utilizing the probable lie control question, offering a vast
improvement in internal validity and interpretability. While some practitioners might incorporate R-I
style questions into broader CQT or screening protocols, the pure R-I format is seldom used today
as the sole basis for rendering a polygraph opinion, particularly in North America and Western
Europe where standards for forensic evidence are high.

In conclusion, the R-I Test serves as a crucial historical marker, illustrating the initial attempts to
standardize the measurement of physiological responses to criminal questioning. While its
simplicity laid the groundwork for future polygraph development, its methodological limitations
ultimately necessitated its replacement by techniques like the CQT and, in some contexts, the
GKT. The shift away from the R-I Test reflects the broader evolution of psychophysiology toward
methods that prioritize greater specificity and robust psychological control, ensuring that the
measured arousal is more closely tied to the cognitive and emotional processes of deception rather
than generalized situational stress.
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